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Emergency Management: Ruthless Disregard 
of Citizens, Democracy and the Rule of Law 

As we approach the end of the summer of 2014, the citizens 
of Detroit have endured nearly a year of uncertainty and 
confusion about the future of our City stemming from 
the bankruptcy eligibility trial and the imposition of an 
emergency manager by Governor Rick Snyder. The illegal 
foisting of bankruptcy on the City is yet another of the 
ruthless, undemocratic tactics implemented by the right wing 
to achieve the agenda of the City’s corporate elite. Though 
Detroit does indeed have a cash flow problem, this is true 
of many cities. In Michigan, there are many municipalities 
with cash flow problems. At the April 30, 2014 bankruptcy 
hearing, we learned that the state of Michigan has rated 
cities according to the severity of their financial crisis. Even 
though there were several predominantly White cities with 
greater severity ratings, 100% of the predominantly Black 
cities on the list, regardless of their ratings, were placed 
under emergency management. This fact exposes the racism 
of the appointment of emergency managers to cities with 
majority African American populations. When democratic 
majority rule places African Americans in control, Governor 
Snyder and the legislature do not hesitate to push the duly 
elected officials out of power by any illegal means they can 
devise. Appointing an emergency manager over our City was 
an act of unprecedented lawlessness. 

The bankruptcy, which should be declared illegal, as it was not 
initiated by the elected representatives of our City, is another 
ploy of the power elite to justify the robbery of the City’s 
assets, and to contrive reasons for forcing the City’s working 
people and pensioners into greater financial hardships and 
sacrifices. It continues the avalanche of lawlessness against 
Detroiters. 

Before the bankruptcy, there was the takeover of our public 
school system. In an outrageously unconstitutional move 
in 1999, Governor John Engler dismissed the duly elected 
school board and facilitated the subsequent looting by 
contractors of the district’s $1.2 billion bond. Later, Governor 
Snyder usurped the authority of a newly elected school 
board by appointing an emergency manager, supposedly 
to remedy the district’s financial deficit. However, the slash 
and burn tactics of Emergency Manager Robert Bobb, and 
a trail of recent administrators, have dismantled the district, 
increased the deficit by millions, left the daily operations 
in ruins, and deprived Detroit’s children of an orderly. 


mismanagement and incompetence of the African American 
City Council made an Emergency Manager necessary. 
This racist narrative has been relentlessly rehearsed by the 
corporations-controlled media. 

Though Detroit citizens successfully repealed Public Act 4, 
the state legislature ruthlessly overrode the people’s will in 
the enactment of Public Act 436. 

Deterioration of the Quality of Life in Our City 

In this period of unprecedented lawlessness, implemented 
by the Governor and the state legislature, and instigated by 
the banks and corporations, Detroiters have seen a severe 
deterioration in the quality of life in our City: 
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Tens of thousands of families 
homeless through foreclosures 
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Once vital and thriving neighborhoods destroyed 
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Public City Health Department 



privatized, less services 




More and more poor people with 
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less and less medical care 
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More babies die here than other cities 
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Our right to vote taken again 
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[ Our votes undermined through election fraud^^^ 


Elected officials replaced with a 
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corporate emergency manager 
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Our public school system dismantled and 
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sold for pennies 




Our children punished with limited 
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cultural opportunities 
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Crumbling public services like lights, 



police and fire 
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Weakened power of our unions; workers’ rights 
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eliminated 
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The “grand bargain,” stealing pensions 



from retired Detroit city workers 
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life in the City, Emergency Manager Kevin Orr, dealt another 
blow: the campaign to shut off the water in thousands of 
homes where citizens are behind in their monthly payments. 
The United Nations and progressive organizations, including 
the ACLU, the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and the 
Associated Nurses of America, have denounced this measure 
as an attack on human dignity and a threat to the health and 
safety of the entire city. 

International outrage shamed bankruptcy Judge Steven 
Rhodes into calling for an immediate remedy to this 
situation, and a “moratorium” on shut-offs was announced. 
All the while, however, contracted workers continued the 
shut-offs and the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department 
(DWSD) failed to provide adequate access to citizens 
desperate to make arrangements. Under continuing pressure 
from grass roots organizing efforts, the DWSD has launched 
a “ten-point program” supposedly intended to help families 
cope with the expenses of water service. 

However, while exacting unfair rates for water from low- 
income citizens, the DWSD continues to ignore massive 
debts owed by many of the City’s businesses: e.g. Illitch 
$80,000, Palmer Park Golf Course, $422,000. It is clear 
that the effort to reduce the DWSD debt is motivated by 
the Emergency Manager’s intent to make the Department 
attractive to private ownership. 

Yet another publicly owned City asset is being put up for 
grabs by corporate interests. Under private ownership, water 
will be even more costly to citizens. 

The End of Democratic 
Majority Governance of the City 

Corporate elite strategies have devastated 
our City through: 

• Collapse of our infrastructure of public, democratic 
governance by the majority; 

• Corporate power exerted for its own ends - dividing the 
spoils of the city with no regard for the majority; 

• Creation of two cities: 

• one highly developed and privatized, the other 
neglected; 

• use of public funds to support the creations of the 


majority rule places African Americans in control, Governor 
Snyder and the legislature do not hesitate to push the duly 
elected officials out of power by any illegal means they can 
devise. Appointing an emergency manager over our City was 
an act of unprecedented lawlessness. 

The bankruptcy, which should be declared illegal, as it was not 
initiated by the elected representatives of our City, is another 
ploy of the power elite to justify the robbery of the Citys 
assets, and to contrive reasons for forcing the City's working 
people and pensioners into greater financial hardships and 
sacrifices. It continues the avalanche of lawlessness against 
Detroiters. 

Before the bankruptcy, there was the takeover of our public 
school system. In an outrageously unconstitutional move 
in 1999, Governor John Engler dismissed the duly elected 
school board and facilitated the subsequent looting by 
contractors of the district's $1.2 billion bond. Later, Governor 
Snyder usurped the authority of a newly elected school 
board by appointing an emergency manager, supposedly 
to remedy the district's financial deficit. However, the slash 
and burn tactics of Emergency Manager Robert Bobb, and 
a trail of recent administrators, have dismantled the district, 
increased the deficit by millions, left the daily operations 
in ruins, and deprived Detroit’s children of an orderly, 
substantive education. 

With the Detroit school system wrecked, Governor Snyder 
moved to appropriate the power of the Detroit City Council. 
In 2012, under the unconstitutional Public Act 4, the State 
implemented its consent agreement takeover of the City 
Council. At the same time, the State continued to withhold 
from the City millions of dollars in agreed upon revenue 
sharing funds that would have mitigated the cash flow 
problem. 

The false rationale offered by the State for illegally 
imposing the emergency manager was that the financial 
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The Belle Isle takeover 
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The closure of numerous other parks 
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Racist policing of Belle Isle, downtown 
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African American youth harassed by a 



militarized police force 



Water Shut-Offs: The Most Recent Ruthlessness 

In the context of the dismal conditions already characterizing 


debts owed by many of the Citys businesses: e.g. Illitch 
$80,000, Palmer Park Golf Course, $422,000. It is clear 
that the effort to reduce the DWSD debt is motivated by 
the Emergency Manager's intent to make the Department 
attractive to private ownership. 

Yet another publicly owned City asset is being put up for 
grabs by corporate interests. Under private ownership, water 
will be even more costly to citizens. 

The End of Democratic 
Majority Governance of the City 

Corporate elite strategies have devastated 
our City through: 

• Collapse of our infrastructure of public, democratic 
governance by the majority; 

• Corporate power exerted for its own ends - dividing the 
spoils of the city with no regard for the majority; 

• Creation of two cities: 

• one highly developed and privatized, the other 
neglected; 

• use of public funds to support the creations of the 
corporate city; 

• Sell valuable city land to corporate entities for pennies; 

• Corporate foundation grants and awards to influence or 
control the production of cultural leaders and artists; 

• Corporate content dominating newspapers, radio, TV, 
cable and internet news; 

• Corporate media content which applauds the anti-majority 
actions of the corporate elite; 

• Corporate control of our highly valuable land, water and 
environment on the Detroit River; 



With the Detroit school system wrecked, Governor Snyder 
moved to appropriate the power of the Detroit City Council. 
In 2012, under the unconstitutional Public Act 4, the State 
implemented its consent agreement takeover of the City 
Council. At the same time, the State continued to withhold 
from the City millions of dollars in agreed upon revenue 
sharing funds that would have mitigated the cash flow 
problem. 

The false rationale offered by the State for illegally 
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Water Shut-Offs: The Most Recent Ruthlessness 

In the context of the dismal conditions already characterizing 


• Corporate foundation grants and awards to influence or 
control the production of cultural leaders and artists; 

• Corporate content dominating newspapers, radio, TV, 
cable and internet news; 

• Corporate media content which applauds the anti-majority 
actions of the corporate elite; 

• Corporate control of our highly valuable land, water and 
environment on the Detroit River; 


• Corporate ethnic cleansing of the African American and 
low-income population in the City through: 

• Worsening unemployment and poverty, 

• Home foreclosures, 

• Destruction of the public school system, 

• Deprivation of essential health services, 

• Shut-offs of residential utilities of water, gas, electricity, 

• Limited public lighting, public transportation and other 
resources. 

The New, White Detroit, 

Designed by and for the Corporations 

The circumvention of duly elected government officials and 
the undemocratic imposition of emergency managers are 
strategies to ensure corporate control of the City. Emergency 
Manager Kevin Orr and the trail of lawyers and consultants 
will be paid more that $100 million for their criminal takeover 
of the City. Whose interests are they serving? The Detroit- 
based multi-national corporations and the banks. Detroit’s 
major corporations occupy key positions within the global 
economy, where the competition is fierce for appropriation, 
acquisition or theft of the peoples wealth and assets, at 
home and abroad. These multi-national corporations are 
reconfiguring the City to operate as their own command base. 
They have no use for a large population of working people, 
only a specialized workforce to manage their offices and 
maintain their work and leisure spaces. Hence the emergence 
of the privatized Detroit that we are witnessing. 

But WE Are Not Going Away! 

While we must resist the measures of emergency management 
that have created such hardships for City residents in all the 
ways that we can - organized self-help, like the water relief 
stations that have been set up, demonstrations, community 
forums, urban farming and food cooperatives, mobilization 
to win more humane policies governing peoples access to 
the City’s resources, etc. - we must also use our collective 
power to create our City, a city of self-government, public 
accountability, and protection of one another. 

We are Rebuilding Our City! 

Join the Efforts to Create a City that 



shift our weight from one side or another — 
fighting for control of resources and building 
alternatives — in response to the needs of the 
movements and the people. 

In places long abandoned and forgotten by 
corporate development, we have established 
visionary ways to address the needs of our 
community. Turning abandoned lots into 
gardens, cast off materials into public art, 
and restoring homes, parks, schools and 
neighborhoods, with often little more than 
imagination, we are creating ways of living 
that are life affirming. 

Throughout the city small gardens have 
formed a web of community gardeners 
consciously working to create Food Security 
where people are not only producing for local 
needs, but expanding small market gardens to provide fresh 
fruits and vegetables to the community. These long-standing 
efforts feed thousands of people and are expanding into new 
neighborhoods every season as we share knowledge and skills. 

African-centered and place-based educational institutions 
are thriving, and make an important contribution not only 
for our children but they also serve as community anchors. 
Community groups have special back to school and after 
school activities, encourage students to stay in school, and 
raise money for students to study beyond high schools. 
Community libraries and parks are kept open and safe, even 
as officials withdraw support. 

Block clubs, neighborhood associations, and churches 
organize thousands to participate in patrols that watch out 
for children and our elderly neighbors. They also organize 
help for our seniors with lawn and household chores. Non- 
violent trainings, reconciliation, mediation, truth telling, and 
creative problem solving processes are growing throughout 
the community. 

Community groups develop activities for young people, 
establish intergenerational support in schools, and provide 
ways for artistic development. Churches and block clubs 
organize to encourage small businesses in commercial 
districts. Regular community meetings keep residents 
informed and encouraged in dialogue and discussions, 


policy initiative that embraced the values of water as human 
right and public trust. The People’s Water Affordability Plan 
(PWAP) emerged out of broadly based community discussions. 
With the advice of Roger Colton, an internationally respected 
expert in developing affordable, sustainable utility plans for 
cities, we presented a Water Affordability Plan to the Detroit 
City Council which approved it in 2006. 

The heart of the Water Affordability Plan is an alternative 
rate structure which includes residential rates where income 
plays an important role in billing, not just how much water is 
used. In this way we can ensure access to water for all; a steady 
stream of income without costly interruptions; and, funds for 
infrastructure maintenance. 

Although the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department did 
not implement this plan and created a much less effective 
alternative, people have continued to advocate for the 
PWAP. Had this plan been in place in the spring of 2014, we 
would never have faced the shut off crisis that has brought 
international criticism to the City and the Water Department. 
We would have kept the water flowing along with a consistent 
revenue stream. 

Throughout the city, even while people advocate for humane 
public policies, many are caring for one another. Church and 
community groups have set up water stations so those most 
in need have access to clean, safe water. Neighbors share 
water with one another. Community groups are establishing 


based multi-national corporations and the banks, uetroits 
major corporations occupy key positions within the global 
economy, where the competition is fierce for appropriation, 
acquisition or theft of the peoples wealth and assets, at 
home and abroad. These multi-national corporations are 
reconfiguring the City to operate as their own command base. 
They have no use for a large population of working people, 
only a specialized workforce to manage their offices and 
maintain their work and leisure spaces. Hence the emergence 
of the privatized Detroit that we are witnessing. 

But WE Are Not Going Away! 

While we must resist the measures of emergency management 
that have created such hardships for City residents in all the 
ways that we can - organized self-help, like the water relief 
stations that have been set up, demonstrations, community 
forums, urban farming and food cooperatives, mobilization 
to win more humane policies governing peoples access to 
the City’s resources, etc. - we must also use our collective 
power to create our City, a city of self-government, public 
accountability, and protection of one another. 

We are Rebuilding Our City! 

Join the Efforts to Create a City that 
Meets Human Needs 

That more humane future is rooted in the power of people 
to come together and establish ways and means of how we 
shall live. The people of Detroit have been forging a common 
public life that reflects values of self-government, public 
accountability, love, and protection of one another and of our 
earth. This reality could hardly be further from the falsified 
corporate image of dehumanization and racist disregard for 
Detroiters. 

Detroiters protest the dictatorship of emergency management 
and organize people to demand full democracy and human 
rights from all institutions. At the same time we dream, create, 
build and expand alternatives. Just like walking, we constantly 


neighborhoods every season as we share knowledge and skins. 

African-centered and place-based educational institutions 
are thriving, and make an important contribution not only 
for our children but they also serve as community anchors. 
Community groups have special back to school and after 
school activities, encourage students to stay in school, and 
raise money for students to study beyond high schools. 
Community libraries and parks are kept open and safe, even 
as officials withdraw support. 


expert in developing affordable, sustainable utility plans for 
cities, we presented a Water Affordability Plan to the Detroit 
City Council which approved it in 2006. 

The heart of the Water Affordability Plan is an alternative 
rate structure which includes residential rates where income 
plays an important role in billing, not just how much water is 
used. In this way we can ensure access to water for all; a steady 
stream of income without costly interruptions; and, funds for 
infrastructure maintenance. 


Block clubs, neighborhood associations, and churches 
organize thousands to participate in patrols that watch out 
for children and our elderly neighbors. They also organize 
help for our seniors with lawn and household chores. Non- 
violent trainings, reconciliation, mediation, truth telling, and 
creative problem solving processes are growing throughout 
the community. 

Community groups develop activities for young people, 
establish intergenerational support in schools, and provide 
ways for artistic development. Churches and block clubs 
organize to encourage small businesses in commercial 
districts. Regular community meetings keep residents 
informed and encouraged in dialogue and discussions, 
developing action plans over a broad range of community 
issues. Volunteers devote thousands of hours to these ideas 
to bring them into reality around the city. Slowly but surely 
we see a new future emerging based on local production for 
local needs, working to create useful and beautiful items for 
neighbors. 

No Water Shutoffs! 

Visionary thinking too is woven into the community-based 
policies for ensuring that all people are engaged in shaping 
the future of our city based on values that respect life and 
the natural world. Drawing on a long history of social and 
environmental justice, for example, in 2005 under the 
direction of Michigan Welfare Rights, people developed a 


Although the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department did 
not implement this plan and created a much less effective 
alternative, people have continued to advocate for the 
PWAP. Had this plan been in place in the spring of 2014, we 
would never have faced the shut off crisis that has brought 
international criticism to the City and the Water Department. 
We would have kept the water flowing along with a consistent 
revenue stream. 

Throughout the city, even while people advocate for humane 
public policies, many are caring for one another. Church and 
community groups have set up water stations so those most 
in need have access to clean, safe water. Neighbors share 
water with one another. Community groups are establishing 
catchment systems and rain gardens to support clean water. 
Water, its treatment, collection and usage, are collective acts 
and should be socially embraced, not through an appointed 
board, but by moving toward full public control of water as a 
key part of our commons and a public trust. 

These activities are foreshadowing a new kind of city that is 
emerging out of the cracks of the old industrial age. Their 
power to offer a more collaborative, thoughtful future points 
the way for others around the country to create ways of living 
that are the best hope for all of us to live in dignity, mutual 
respect, and love. 

Prepared by Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management 
August 16, 2014 




That more humane future is rooted in the power of people 
to come together and establish ways and means of how we 
shall live. The people of Detroit have been forging a common 
public life that reflects values of self-government, public 
accountability, love, and protection of one another and of our 
earth. This reality could hardly be further from the falsified 
corporate image of dehumanization and racist disregard for 
Detroiters. 

Detroiters protest the dictatorship of emergency management 
and organize people to demand full democracy and human 
rights from all institutions. At the same time we dream, create, 
build and expand alternatives. Just like walking, we constantly 


to bring them into reality around the city. Mowly but surely 
we see a new future emerging based on local production for 
local needs, working to create useful and beautiful items for 
neighbors. 

No Water Shutoffs! 

Visionary thinking too is woven into the community-based 
policies for ensuring that all people are engaged in shaping 
the future of our city based on values that respect life and 
the natural world. Drawing on a long history of social and 
environmental justice, for example, in 2005 under the 
direction of Michigan Welfare Rights, people developed a 


and should be socially embraced, not through an appointed 
board, but by moving toward full public control of water as a 
key part of our commons and a public trust. 

These activities are foreshadowing a new kind of city that is 
emerging out of the cracks of the old industrial age. Their 
power to offer a more collaborative, thoughtful future points 
the way for others around the country to create ways of living 
that are the best hope for all of us to live in dignity, mutual 
respect, and love. 

Prepared by Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management 
August 16, 2014 



* ■ 


I 


* 




jN! ■ W«V«j 


Iff!®? 


PPP 

V^V,Aw\s 

SSSsS^i 


mi 


ACCESS TO WATER 


;; :5[ 

*?sl 













rO WATER IS A HUMAN 













S A HUMAN RIGHT 






















Bill Wylie-Kellermann 


that cutting off water to people because they were unable to pay was indeed a violation 
of basic human rights. That got a lot of international attention and soon local Detroit 
papers and TV stations were forced to cover the story themselves. 


Think of Charity Hicks as the Rosa Parks of the Detroit Water Struggle. She was 
arrested in Detroit early on May 16 for resisting the shut off of her own water. The 
private contractor came early in the morning, but she was up. Since he was hitting 
a bunch of people on her block she went door to door rousing people to say: “He’s 
coming; fill your tub, fill pots and pans!” Then, because Charity still had two more 
days to settle her bill, she demanded to see the shut off order. He had none; only a list 
of addresses. When the altercation turned physical she called the police. Let it be said 
that Charity was a forceful, even loud when required, black woman. She has a large 
persona. The white cops who arrived averred that she “needed to be taught a lesson” 
and instead arrested her. They left her house open and threw her phc 'e and keys on 
the front lawn. She was essentially disappeared. 


Charity had been invited to North Carolina to tell the story, but first she went to New 
York City to speak about the crisis at the Left Forum. While waiting at a bus stop, on 
her way to speak, she was hit by a car that jumped the curb and struck her down. A hit 
and run. She was in a coma for weeks. In early July she crossed over to God and the 
ancestors. 


Because of the situation in Detroit, arrestees are no longer taken to the precinct. They go 
directly to a Central Detention Center run by the State of Michigan m - *brmer prison 
within city boundaries. Still barefoot and bleeding she was put into a x ’ding area with 
30 other women. One toilet. No benches. Find a place on the floor .overed with 
blood or vomit. Its the weekend so youTl be arraigned by video to a C^urt in Romulus. 


When her husband returned home and saw the remains of the situation he began 
calling local hospitals to try and find her. Eventually he went to the pol ' e station to file 
a missing persons report. They said: We have her. 


r\A K/M-irl wprp tnrnpd awnv. Because she is a diabetic and was eoine 


A group of religious leaders and allies began circulating a letter against the shut-offs 
and privatization and in support of the Peoples Affordability Plan of 2005 which would 
set water prices according to ability to pay. Drawing from interfaith tradition they said 
water is a grace, a gift of the Creator, beneath everything. It is the lifeblood of the planet 
circulating in river and rain. As a gift of God it belongs to all creatures equally. In 
tradition it is part of the commons for which we are stewards. This view is represented 
legally in the idea that water is not a utility or a commodity, but a public trust, held for 
all the people. It is represented in the idea that you cant own a body of water, even if 
you own the land around it. Any high school kid knows if you are walking on the beach 
and someone tells you to get off their property, you step into the water and you’re off. 
It is also represented in the idea that water is a human right - it belongs accesssibly to 
everyone. The faith letter was signed by 5 bishops and 80 religious leaders in the city, 
plus many more in the region and nationally. It was hand delivered to the Water Board, 


Think of Charity Hicks as the Rosa Parks of the Detroit Water Struggle. She was 
arrested in Detroit early on May 16 for resisting the shut off of her own water. The 
private contractor came early in the morning, but she was up. Since he was hitting 
a bunch of people on her block she went door to door rousing people to say: “Hes 
coming; fill your tub, fill pots and pans!” Then, because Charity still had two more 
days to settle her bill, she demanded to see the shut off order. He had none; only a list 
of addresses. When the altercation turned physical she called the police. Let it be said 
that Charity was a forceful, even loud when required, black woman. She has a large 
persona. The white cops who arrived averred that she “needed to be taught a lesson” 
and instead arrested her. They left her house open and threw her phc ie and keys on 
the front lawn. She was essentially disappeared. 

Because of the situation in Detroit, arrestees are no longer taken to the precinct. They go 
directly to a Central Detention Center run by the State of Michigan m ~ *brmer prison 
within city boundaries. Still barefoot and bleeding she was put into a A ’ding area with 
30 other women. One toilet. No benches. Find a place on the floor .overed with 
blood or vomit. Its the weekend so you’ll be arraigned by video to a Court in Romulus. 

When her husband returned home and saw the remains of the situation he began 
calling local hospitals to try and find her. Eventually he went to the pol' .e station to file 
a missing persons report. They said: We have her. 

Visits and bond attempts were turned away. Because she is a diabetic and was going 
into sugar shock, frantic lawyers were able to get her out on a habe*° corpus motion. 
But, truth be told, they had arrested the wrong person. Charity Hick > a food, water, 
and environmental justice activist in Detroit. Strong and articulate. . * . oman not to 
be messed with. 

Two days later she told this story at St Peter’s Episcopal Church. She urged the gathered 
activists, in a now famous phrase, to “wage love” in the water strugg’ r jr justice. The 
occasion was the presence of Nelson and Joyce Johnson, two faith-rooted activists from 
North Carolina. Nelson had been wounded by Klan members in the 1979 Geensboro 
Massacre. Since then they have, among other things, founded the Beloved Community 
Center and shepherded the first Truth and Reconciliation process on US soil. They 
were also instrumental in the recent Moral Mondays campaign where week after week 
groups have been arrested at the State House in Raleigh resisting to the right-wing 
assault to all social programs and budgets. They were here to discuss the connections 
between the North Carolina efforts and the struggle in Detroit against Emergency 
Management. 

An Emergency Manager appointed by Governor Snyder has all the powers of 
government and more in his or her person: He or she can write ordinances, repeal 
laws, fire empolyees, set budgets, privatize departments, sell city assets, break union 
contracts, re-write the city charter, and file for bankruptcy. Or so we are told. The law 
justifying this was repealed in a ballot measure by Michigan citizens, but the lame- 
duck Republican legislature re-passed a worse version within months. At this point 
every black city in the state is under the emergency manager law. Over half the black 
citizens of Michigan are under non-elected governments. Seventy-five percent of the 
black elected officials have been replaced by emergency managers. The Detroit Public 
Schools has had an Emergency Manager for five years and they have been successfully 
dismantled, privatized, and destroyed a la New Orleans. 


that cutting off water to people because they were unable to pay was indeed a violation 
of basic human rights. That got a lot of international attention and soon local Detroit 
papers and TV stations were forced to cover the story themselves. 

Charity had been invited to North Carolina to tell the story, but first she went to New 
York City to speak about the crisis at the Left Forum. While waiting at a bus stop, on 
her way to speak, she was hit by a car that jumped the curb and struck her down. A hit 
and run. She was in a coma for weeks. In early July she crossed over to God and the 
ancestors. 

A group of religious leaders and allies began circulating a letter against the shut-offs 
and privatization and in support of the Peoples Affordability Plan of 2005 which would 
set water prices according to ability to pay. Drawing from interfaith tradition they said 
water is a grace, a gift of the Creator, beneath everything. It is the lifeblood of the planet 
circulating in river and rain. As a gift of God it belongs to all creatures equally. In 
tradition it is part of the commons for which we are stewards. This view is represented 
legally in the idea that water is not a utility or a commodity, but a public trust, held for 
all the people. It is represented in the idea that you can’t own a body of water, even if 
you own the land around it. Any high school kid knows if you are walking on the beach 
and someone tells you to get off their property, you step into the water and you’re off. 
It is also represented in the idea that water is a human right - it belongs accesssibly to 
everyone. The faith letter was signed by 5 bishops and 80 religious leaders in the city, 
plus many more in the region and nationally. It was hand delivered to the Water Board, 
the Detroit City Council and to the shut-off contractor. 

Meanwhile people started protesting every Friday at the Detroit Water Board. They 
called it Freedom Fridays, echoing the Moral Monday’s movement in North Carolina. 

In the days that followed Charity’s death a group of ten people decided to take direct 
action and block the trucks from going out to shut the water off. They went to the gates 
of Homrich Wrecking, the private contractor with a $5.6 million contract to turn off 
the water. The company is paid by the shut-off, so they are incentivized to do as many 
as they can, as fast as they can. We dedicated our action to the memory and spirit of 
Charity Hicks. For two hours we blocked the gates. In a very physical confrontation, 
we were arrested and taken to the Central Detention Facility. So far, this was how 
Nelson Johnson had diagramed it on his paper plate. 

The following week ten more people went back. This time we blocked the drive and 
stopped the trucks for 7 hours before being arrested. The same day downtown, more 
than a thousand people marched from Cobo Hall to Bank of America to City Hall to 
Hart Plaza to protest the shut-offs. National Nurses United came forward to support 
the march and declare the situation in Detroit a public health crisis. People can’t cook, 
wash, or flush toilets when their water is shut off. On top of that sometimes they lose 
their children to Protective Services because the situation is made unhealthy and 
unsafe. 

In response We the People of Detroit set up a hotline for folks who have been shut- 
off to call (844 -42 WATER) and began to organize stations around the city to provide 
emergency water and information. Our church, where the Worker’s Kitchen resides, 
is one of them. On July 24 the council of Canadians, led by Maude Barlowe delivered 
300 gallons of water to our water station in an act of solidarity. We stacked the water 
around our baptismal font at the back of the church and declared it a place of grace. A 


and environmental justice activist in Detroit. Strong and articulate. . _ oman not to 
be messed with. 

Two days later she told this story at St Peter’s Episcopal Church. She urged the gathered 
activists, in a now famous phrase, to “wage love” in the water strugg 1 r jr justice. The 
occasion was the presence of Nelson and Joyce Johnson, two faith-rooted activists from 
North Carolina. Nelson had been wounded by Klan members in the 1979 Geensboro 
Massacre. Since then they have, among other things, founded the Beloved Community 
Center and shepherded the first Truth and Reconciliation process on US soil. They 
were also instrumental in the recent Moral Mondays campaign where week after week 
groups have been arrested at the State House in Raleigh resisting to the right-wing 
assault to all social programs and budgets. They were here to discuss the connections 
between the North Carolina efforts and the struggle in Detroit against Emergency 
Management. 

An Emergency Manager appointed by Governor Snyder has all the powers of 
government and more in his or her person: He or she can write ordinances, repeal 
laws, fire empolyees, set budgets, privatize departments, sell city assets, break union 
contracts, re-write the city charter, and file for bankruptcy. Or so we are told. The law 
justifying this was repealed in a ballot measure by Michigan citizens, but the lame- 
duck Republican legislature re-passed a worse version within months. At this point 
every black city in the state is under the emergency manager law. Over half the black 
citizens of Michigan are under non-elected governments. Seventy- five percent of the 
black elected officials have been replaced by emergency managers. The Detroit Public 
Schools has had an Emergency Manager for five years and they have been successfully 
dismantled, privatized, and destroyed a la New Orleans. 

Under the Emergency Manager the Detroit Water and Sewage Department announced 
in March that it was beginning to shut off water to anyone more than two months or 
$150 dollars behind in their bill. A hundred and twenty thousand homes. They were 
shooting for something like 3,000 per week. A couple years back, $500 million in bond 
money for infrastructure repairs had been turned over to the banks to buy out the 
banks from predatory and illegal credit swaps into which the Department had entered. 
Now in the effort to privatize Detroit water, poor people were going to have to pay 
up or be expelled. At the same time, this comported with the reorganizing of Detroit 
neighborhoods, resourcing some and pulling the plug on others. People not expelled 
by mortgage and tax foreclosures, or by the disappearance of schools, precincts, and 
fire stations, could now be sent packing by water shut-offs. 

Neslon and Joyce thought something like this might be planned for North Carolina as 
well. When Nelson heard Charity’s story, he said: “This is it.” In the picture of a child or 
elder holding a cup at an empty faucet, all the connections can be made. He said this 
is the thing that can both deepen and broaden the Detroit movement. He drew a map 
of campaign on a paper plate. He was prophetic in every sense of the word. What he 
mapped and foresaw has come to be. 

Within the week, Charity was at a conference planned by the Peoples’ Water Board 
in Detroit with Maude Barlowe, a Canadian writer and water activist who had been 
instrumental in getting the United Nations to declare access to potable water as a 
human right. When she heard Charity’s story, she said: “This is it. We need to file a 
complaint with the United Nations.” Within weeks UN representatives had announced 


Meanwhile people started protesting every Friday at the Detroit Water Board. They 
called it Freedom Fridays, echoing the Moral Monday’s movement in North Carolina. 

In the days that followed Charity’s death a group of ten people decided to take direct 
action and block the trucks from going out to shut the water off. They went to the gates 
of Homrich Wrecking, the private contractor with a $5.6 million contract to turn off 
the water. The company is paid by the shut-off, so they are incentivized to do as many 
as they can, as fast as they can. We dedicated our action to the memory and spirit of 
Charity Hicks. For two hours we blocked the gates. In a very physical confrontation, 
we were arrested and taken to the Central Detention Facility. So far, this was how 
Nelson Johnson had diagramed it on his paper plate. 

The following week ten more people went back. This time we blocked the drive and 
stopped the trucks for 7 hours before being arrested. The same day downtown, more 
than a thousand people marched from Cobo Hall to Bank of America to City Hall to 
Hart Plaza to protest the shut-offs. National Nurses United came forward to support 
the march and declare the situation in Detroit a public health crisis. People can’t cook, 
wash, or flush toilets when their water is shut off. On top of that sometimes they lose 
their children to Protective Services because the situation is made unhealthy and 
unsafe. 

In response We the People of Detroit set up a hotline for folks who have been shut- 
off to call (844-42 WATER) and began to organize stations around the city to provide 
emergency water and information. Our church, where the Worker’s Kitchen resides, 
is one of them. On July 24 the council of Canadians, led by Maude Barlowe delivered 
300 gallons of water to our water station in an act of solidarity. We stacked the water 
around our baptismal font at the back of the church and declared it a place of grace. A 
week later Keepers of the Mountain in West Virginia (where a chemical spill had left 
an entire town without water) delivered 1100 gallons of water. Another, even larger 
shipment, is expected from a UAW local in Chicago. The support is growing. 

Hence, the Detroit Emergency Manager has a problem. The Federal Judge in 
Detroit’s Bankruptcy called in the Water Board to say, this has become an issue for 
the bankruptcy trial - it already was deeply embedded. You’re making the city look 
bad. So the Water Board declared a two week moratorium on shut-offs. Whereafter 
the Emergency Manager announced that he was giving administration of the Water 
Department over to Detroit’s mayor, Mike Duggan. Duggan is white and was “elected” 
in a landslide of write-in votes. He can’t do anything the Emergency Manager doesn’t 
permit and they work closely together. Think of it as good cop-bad cop. The mayor 
says things have been handled badly by the Emergency Manager, but now we’ll do 
them right. He has a 10 point plan to extend the shut-off moratorium, give people time 
to pay up, hold some informational events, and crack down on those “stealing” water. 
There isn’t anything in it about the $29 million owed by commercial and industrial 
accounts, and not a word about the Water Affordabilty Plan. 

No one took Nelson’s paper plate and followed the design. It’s all just happened in 
a very decentralized and Spirit-led way. Charity Hicks walks among us and we are 
“waging love.” As this is written, the bankruptcy trial is scheduled to begin after Labor 
Day. More actions are being discerned. The story is not over yet. 

This story was also submitted to the publication Catholic Worker. 
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Thank you Ancestor! 

For I have hugged more neighbors this month 
than over the course of a year. 

You mobilized us, 
through tears and laughter and anger and fear. 

You flow through our souls like water, effortlessly 
guiding our every limb into action. 


I m hoping for just a fraction of your strength and courage. 

See, you wouldn’t let us get distracted, 
cause you knew what we face is larger than any one voice. 

Well, maybe not yours, 
cause, Sister you were a giant, 
the kind that’s larger than life. ^ 
And your commitment never faltered. 

So, I followed you around like an eager little sister, 
wanting to learn your every move. 

And you slowed up for me, 
just enough so that I could record your pace. 



like water 

poured out, soaking the earth 
Charity Hicks was a libation upon us. 
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tradition says: the blood of the martyrs is the seed 

of the church, the struggle, the movement, the community beloved 
do not hesitate to call her a martyr 

to call her blood such a witness, her life such a seed 

her voice such a mighty water 

or her righteousn , one with the ever flowing stream 


I loved the curl of her lip when truth was on it. 
like ^ophia/Wisdom she took her place at the gate and cried out. 
once in an audience at a downtown event on gentrification 

where questions and comments were to be tweeted by the techno-gentry 
then fell as designer digital fountains behind the panel - 
she wasn’t having it - spoke aloud, uppity and out of turn 
summoning our silenced voices to speech. 

there was the unspeakable gut rocking silence (induced, uninduced) of the Bellevue ICU; 
partner and friends drawn close, still reading and singing 
prayers to defy the accidental designs of demonic providence, 
in the deep sleep at the end of days, she hears it all, every last word. 



You mobilized us, 
through tears and laughter and anger and fear. 


You flow through our souls like water, effortlessly 
guiding our every limb into action. 


Im hoping for just a fraction of your strength and courage. 


See, you wouldn’t let us get distracted, 
cause you knew what we face is larger than any one voice. 


Well, maybe not yours, 
cause, Sister you were a giant, 
the kind that’s larger than life. 
And your commitment never faltered. 


So, I followed you around like an eager little sister, 
wanting to learn your every move. 


And you slowed up for me, 
just enough so that I could record your pace. 


I remember face to face talks until the wee hours of the morning; 

you informing, me writing, us sharing, both crying. 


You tried to warn me of so many things, 
and I Love you for that. 


But, I think I half listened, 
cause I must have missed the part where you told me you were leaving. 


And I’m not doing this grieving thing too well, 

cause I’m selfish, 
wanting to hug on your shell 
and summon you back to this hell you prepared us for. 


And though I know that you still guide us, 

it’s difficult, 

because your radiant smile is missing 


So, Sister, know that we will listen, 
to all that you have left behind. 


We will continue to wage love, 
and struggle against the systems which seek to oppress us. 


You left us with so much, 
and for that we are grateful. 
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I loved the curl of her lip when truth was on it. 

like ^ophia/Wisdom she took her place at the gate and cried out. 

once in an audience at a downtown event on gentrification 

where questions and comments were to be tweeted by the techno-gentry 
then fell as designer digital fountains behind the panel - 
she wasn’t having it - spoke aloud, uppity and out of turn 
summoning our silenced voices to speech. 


there was the unspeakable gut rocking silence (induced, uninduced) of the Bellevue ICU; 
partner and friends drawn close, still reading and singing 
prayers to defy the accidental designs of demonic providence, 
in the deep sleep at the end of days, she hears it all, every last word, 
the prayers to come home and walk among us. and she does. 


Gone to God and the ancestors, this old soul, this elder born 
comes walking bold, color and fabric thrown high, 
she carries herself with dignity and authority 

won perhaps from ancient royalty, but more 
by the rooted planting of barefoot step in a D-town garden 
history and memory alive beneath her feet 
when fruits come in and street harvest is shared 
she summons: stand there and tell history 
stand there and write policy 
stand there and convene the people 

where are the preachers? she once asked, gently calling me out. 

it was just days after her release from central detention 

cuffed and hauled off for resisting her own water shut-off. 

the moment she sparked Detroit’s water revolt and its community movement. 

at her committal I assisted: earth to earth, 

and heard again the question poured upon me. 


she knew there are wagers of death collecting chips they never played 
reaching business-like, with a murderous hand, 
she could look them in the eye without flinching or failing 
throw down the chain, name the theft. 

she made a wager of love, betting her life without restraint or regret. 

there on the street on the way to speak, vulnerable and indestructible, she rose up. 


you informing, me writing, us sharing, both crying. 

You tried to warn me of so many things, 
and I Love you for that. 

But, I think I half listened, 
cause I must have missed the part where you told me you were leaving. 

And Im not doing this grieving thing too well, 

cause I’m selfish, 
wanting to hug on your shell 
and summon you back to this hell you prepared us for. 

And though I know that you still guide us, 

its difficult, 

because your radiant smile is missing 

So, Sister, know that we will listen, 
to all that you have left behind. 

We will continue to wage love, 
and struggle against the systems which seek to oppress us. 

You left us with so much, 
and for that we are grateful. 

So, again Ancestor, I say thank you! 

And I ask that you save me a seat at your feet, 
cause Im bringing my pad and pen with me when I come. 

Until then, I love you! 

Ashe! 


Gone to God and the ancestors, this old soul, this elder born 
comes walking bold, color and fabric thrown high, 
she carries herself with dignity and authority 

won perhaps from ancient royalty, but more 
by the rooted planting of barefoot step in a D-town garden 
history and memory alive beneath her feet 
when fruits come in and street harvest is shared 
she summons: stand there and tell history 
stand there and write policy 
stand there and convene the people 

where are the preachers? she once asked, gently calling me out. 

it was just days after her release from central detention 

cuffed and hauled off for resisting her own water shut-off. 

the moment she sparked Detroit’s water revolt and its community movement. 

at her committal I assisted: earth to earth, 

and heard again the question poured upon me. 

she knew there are wagers of death collecting chips they never played 
reaching business-like, with a murderous hand, 
she could look them in the eye without flinching or failing 
throw down the chain, name the theft. 

she made a wager of love, betting her life without restraint or regret. 

there on the street on the way to speak, vulnerable and indestructible, she rose 

this wager of truth 
this wager of memory 
this beloved wager of love. 



Critical Moment The Water Issue, is dedicated to 
the mother of the water fight in Detroit, Charity Hicks 
(1967-2014). You will be missed 


The Editorial Collective 

Meg Marotte - writer/editor/logistics 

Fred Vitale - writer/editor 

Sarah Coffey - writer/editor 

D. Sands - writer/editor 

Michael Sabbagh - writer/editor/social media 

Curtis McGuire - editor/designer 

Mark Tucker - writer/editor 

Acknowledgments 

Center Fold Artwork - Juan Pedalista 

Thank you to Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management 

(DREM) for continuing to fight austerity and structural racism 

in Detroit and for providing content for this issue of Critical 

Moment. 


About 

Critical Moment is a magazine working to provide a forum 
for education, debate and dialogue around the political 
issues affecting our communities; a publication that believes 
media is most effective when it takes you off guard; an 
independent media project that aims to support movements 
for social change by giving a voice to those excluded from 
and misrepresented by the dominant media; a free magazine 
available at community space and shops throughout the 
Southeast Michigan area. 


( 

« 

< 


loin Us 



the strait is not straight 
jim perkinson, July, 2014 


here where the river goes round 

a new thing, waters impounded 

grounded, compounded into an 

interest rate take and a fate of 

being crated into bottles bound 

for gated communities alone 

entire blocks triple-rated 

yielding swap payments to banking mavens 

water department enslavement 

to emergency manager craving 

for private investor ravings over 

public assets put up for cheap 

like an ilitch-clan reaping of 

land for a single dollar hand-over 

of the prime sands of a downtown plan 

for a new homestand for red-winged ice fans 

clamoring for more beer on less borrowing 

more wallowing in fear of whatever percentage of dark-skinned captives 

to white leering jeers remain 

inside the boulevard enclave 

core city assets re-tooled as the corset 

of a middle class dream of an urban re-set 

returning the streets to cleats of the kids 

of soccer-moms beating a retreat to the door 

of city hall if the mall or charter 

begins to find its pallor hallowed 

with color and rhyme 

calling out the continuing crime of theft 

of a rind of people cleft from the 
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begins to find its pallor hallowed 
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calling out the continuing crime of theft 

of a rind of people cleft from the 

mother home of afrique, bereft of hope 

and repeatedly zoned into profit-yielding 

schemes cloned from the middle passage model 

of labor granting working-fodder 

for a nation built on the slaughter 

of its indigenous daughters and sons 

now the run is on the stock of water 

a soldered meter marking the soft spot 

where a key-turn locks the door on 

the spoor of tubman and martin 

landing children of the poor inside the door 

of social service kings binging on receipts 

from the state to keep 

their own checks rolling 

families wrecked or hiding 

elders crying in order to have fluid to wash 

patients dying, literally, 

without a changed dressing 

toilets unflushed gushing with stench 
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schemes cloned from the middle passage model 

of labor granting working-fodder 

for a nation built on the slaughter 

of its indigenous daughters and sons 

now the run is on the stock of water 

a soldered meter marking the soft spot 

where a key-turn locks the door on 

the spoor of tubman and martin 

landing children of the poor inside the door 

of social service kings binging on receipts 

from the state to keep 

their own checks rolling 

families wrecked or hiding 

elders crying in order to have fluid to wash 

patients dying, literally, 

without a changed dressing 

toilets unflushed gushing with stench 

and the true word on the decision: 

this is ethnic-cleansing by way of derision 

collusion between a future city vision 

a private investor coalition with 

an emergency manager resolution to 

serve a governor his final solution 

and a koch-brothers revolution 

in reverse 

as a dying messiah on an instrument of torture 
and cursing once rehearsed 
i thirst. 

will you give me a drink? 


